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COLONEL JAMBS COULTAS, 

High Sheriff of Philadelphia, 1755-1758. 

by robert patterson robins, m.d. 

One of the most enterprising and public-spirited citizens 
of Philadelphia during the half-century antecedent to the 
Revolution was James Coultas, who as a public official and 
a private citizen was always zealous for the prosperity of 
the country of his adoption. Born near "Whitby, in York- 
shire, England, the son of Henry and Margaret (Chapman l ) 
Coultas, he received his early education in England, but 
emigrated to America some time before the year 1735. Of 
his early life here we have but little information, but it is 
to be supposed that he was occupied in farming his planta- 
tion in Blockley, overseeing the Middle Ferry, and en- 
gaging in the private enterprises by which he amassed his 
considerable fortune. On Scull and Heap's map of Phila- 
delphia (1750) he is mentioned as the owner of the large 
saw-mill near Cobb's Creek, north of the Bell Inn. 2 Coultas 
held the lease of the Middle Perry from City Council from 

1 Margaret Chapman was daughter of William Chapman, of Whitby, 
Yorkshire, and Mary, his wife, daughter and heir of William Temple, 
Esq., grandson of Sir William Temple, Provost of Trinity College, Dub- 
lin. " The Chapman family," says Young, in his " History of Whitby," 
" resided at Whitby and in Yburn Dale prior to the year 1400, as ap- 
pears from the registers and rolls of Whitby Abbey." Henry Coultas 
inherited a small estate in the neighborhood of Whitby. Margaret 
Coultas, daughter of Henry and Margaret (Chapman) Coultas, was the 
wife of Robert Ibbetson (of the family of Ibbetson of Denton Park, 
Yorkshire), a noted English Methodist, who was British Consul at 
Lisbon in 1766. Their only child, Martha, was the wife of George Gray, 
of Gray's Ferry. She inherited " Whitby Hall" from her uncle, James 
Coultas, and the estate is now the property of her great-grandson, Wil- 
liam Harmar Thomas, Esq. 

* Westcott's " History of Philadelphia" (Philadelphia Library edition) 
Vol. II. p. 284. 
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1744 until 1755, and in 1757 he is recorded as bringing a 
charge against Council of twelve pounds for ferriage in 1755 
of Halket's and Dunbar's regiments. 1 In 1751 "the in- 
habitants of the country on the west side of the Schuylkill, 
being anxious that a bridge should be erected for their ac- 
commodation, took up subscriptions for the purpose of 
building one. They desired the approval of the Assembly, 
and asked that commissioners should be appointed to view 
the river, select the most suitable plan for a bridge, and 
make estimates of the expense. The House agreed to this 
request, and Israel Pemberton, Sr., Thomas Leech, Peter 
Dicks, Hugh Roberts, Edmund Wooley, Jacob Lewis, Cas- 
par "Wistar, Charles Morris, Samuel Rhodes, and Benjamin 
Franklin were appointed commissioners. They made re- 
turn in August that they had " viewed the River Schuylkill, 
sounded the depths, and tried the bottom in various places, 
from Peters' Island, near the ford, down to John Bartram's, 
near the Ferry," and were of opinion that the best place 
was " near to the end of the Market Street, where Captain 
Coultas now keeps his ferry." They had considered various 
plans of bridges and estimated the expense of building; but 
not being prepared to report, they asked further time. This 
privilege was granted to them, but no further report was 
ever made, probably because the subscriptions were not suf- 
ficient. The Common Council had before it an application 
of Coultas for a renewal of his lease of the High Street 
Ferry. He had made very considerable improvements to 
the dwelling-house, barn, and sheds, the cost of which was 
estimated at nearly seven hundred and fifty pounds. The 
sum of six hundred and eighty pounds was allowed him for 
these extraordinary expenses, and his lease was extended 
seven years. 2 

1 Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. II. p. 156. 
* Westcott's " History of Philadelphia" (Philadelphia Library edition ) , 
Vol. IV. p. 289. 
In the Pennsylvania Gazette of March 18, 1756, is the following : 

To be LETT. 
A Plantation in Blockley township, containing 300 acres of land, of 
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In 1748, Coultas was one of the captains of the Associ- 
ators, 1 a battery company; and in 1756, when the incursions 
of the Indians were startling the inhabitants into prepara- 
tions for defence, he was active in the movement to 
strengthen the military force of the Province. In February 
of that year he was chosen lieutenant-colonel of the County 
Regiment, of which Jacob Duche was at the same time 
elected colonel. 2 

It was principally through the energy of Colonel Coultas 
that the first steps were taken towards rendering the Schuyl- 
kill River navigable. He was appointed one of the commis- 
sioners to survey that stream, and first succeeded in showing 
that it was possible to navigate the falls for large boats. So 
zealous was he in his efforts to enlist the public interest in 
the subject that he made use of the following artifice to 
attract the attention of the people of Philadelphia. The 
story is told in his own words in the following advertise- 
ment: 

" This is to give Notice that James Coultas Esq; one of 
the Commissioners for clearing Schuylkill, hath this Day 
made a Bett of One Hundred Pounds current Money of 
Pennsylvania, with Captain Oswald Eve, that he, the said 
James Coultas, will, on Saturday the 3d of November inst., 
at Ten o'Clock in the morning, take up two Flat Loads of 
Hay from the lower Part of the Big Falls in the said river 
Schuylkill to the Ferry "Wharff, adjoining the Land of the 
Reverend "William Smith, in 30 Minutes from the Time the 
"Word is given to Pull away. If the Weather that Day 
should prove bad, it will be deferred to the Monday follow- 

which 170 acres clear, in good fence, 35 acres of good meadow, in good 
fence, with good buildings and improvements ; a great quantity of apple 
and other fruit trees ; a good spring-house, very convenient to keep a 
large dairy, to be entered on the 10th of March inst. To be lett with the 
said place 8 acres of tide meadow, well banked and fenced, within a 
mile and a half of the said plantation. For further particulars, enquire 
of George Gray, at the Lower Ferry, on Schuylkill, or James Coultas, 
Sheriff in Philadelphia. 

1 Westcott's " History of Philadelphia" (Philadelphia Library edition), 
Vol. I. p. 231. 

2 Ibid., Vol. II. p. 305. 
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ing, the same Time of Day. As the clearing and making 
Rivers navigable, must be of the greatest Advantage to the 
Community in general, and raise the Value of their Lands 
and lower the Price of Firewood and Timber in the City, it 
is desired that all Persons who have the good of their 
Country at Heart will give their Attendance, as it must be 
more laudable than to spend their Time and Money to go 
and see Horse-racing, the Consequence of which is the Cor- 
ruption of Youth, being an Encouragement to Vice and 
Idleness. 

"Jambs Coultas." 1 

A few days later he gives the following account of the 
result of this undertaking : 

" This is to acquaint the Public that, agreeable to the 
Notice given by me, I did, on Saturday, the 3d Day of this 
inst. take up the Great Falls on Schuylkill, to the Ferry 
"Wharff two Flats, with 4323 Pounds of Hay, in 21 Minutes 
from the "Word given Pull away, under the Disadvantage of 
the River having less Water than for severall Years past, 
owing to the dry Season. Great Numbers attended, and 
were highly pleased with the Performance. And it is to be 
hoped that all Persons who own Lands adjoining the said 
River, will further contribute to enable the Commissioners 
to make it further useful, by clearing other Obstructions, as 
what is already done hath raised the Price of Lands. I 
must now beg to be excused for my inserting in my former 
Advertisement, a Bett laid of 100 Pounds with Captain 
Oswald Eve ; I before the Performance acquainted all my 
Friends there was no Wager laid, but the name of that drew 
there the greater Number of Spectators. 

"James Coultas." 2 

How keenly Colonel Coultas was on the alert to grasp 
every opportunity of improving the city and its environs is 
shown by the following advertisement, which appeared 
within twenty-one days of those just quoted : 

"December 3, 1764. 
" Whebeas Good Roads are of the greatest Use and Ben- 
efit to the Inhabitants, both as to Profit and Pleasure ; and 

1 Pennsylvania Gazette, November 1, 1764. 
* Ibid., November 22, 1764. 
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altho' the Legislature of this Province hath taken much 
Pains to make Laws for the Amendment of the Highways, 
yet they do not seem to answer the end thereby intended, 

" I do therefore humbly propose to undertake the Amend- 
ment of the Road from the first Hill to the Westward of 
the Lower Perry on Schuylkill to the Borough of Chester, 
being the Distance of about eleven Miles, making Stone 
Bridges over all the Runs and Hollows in the said Road, 
if Money to defray the Expense of the same can be raised 
by Subscription, from the Inhabitants, Travellers, County 
Commissioners, and the Overseers of the Highways. I 
have given Two Thousand Pounds Security to the Treas- 
urers of the Counties of Philadelphia and Chester, and their 
Successors, that the Money so raised shall be expended for 
the aforesaid Use, and no other whatsoever. 

"James Coultas. 

" Persons appointed to receive Subscriptions. 

"William Parr, Esq; John Biddle, William Bradford, 
and James Coultas, Philadelphia. George Gray, and Thomas 
James, Lower Ferry. John Rudolph, and John Trapnall, 
Darby. Philip Ford, Esq; John Price, David Cowpland, 
John Hanley, John Withy, and Davis Bevan, Chester. 
George Grantham, Ridley. John Hannum, Esq; Concord. 
Robert Moulder, William Henderson, and Joseph Buffing- 
ton, Marcus-Hook. William Patterson, Esq; Cristine Bridge. 
Joshua Littler, Wilmington. And Thomas Duff, Esq ; at 
Newport." * 

The authorities were not slow to recognize the merits 
and intelligence of Colonel Coultas, and the public offices 
which he held show that he was as good and zealous an 
official as he was citizen. He was commissioned justice of 
the peace February 28, 1761, 2 and November 19, 1764 ; 3 he 
was high sheriff of the county from October 4, 1755, to 
October 25, 1758,* and in 1765 (February 28) he was ap- 
pointed judge of the Orphans' Court, Quarter Sessions, and 
Common Pleas. 6 The exigencies of public life did not, 
however, prevent his participation in the recreations which 
Philadelphia offered to its citizens of that period. His 

1 Pennsylvania Gazette, December 13, 1764. 

» J. Hill Martin's " Bench and Bar of Philadelphia," p. 33. 

3 Ibid., p. 34. *Ibid., p. 101. 5 Ibid., p. 69. 
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name is to be found among the members of the Gloucester 
Fox-Hunting Club and the Colony in Schuylkill. 1 Indeed, 
his membership in the latter organization deserves more 
than a passing mention, because of the following curious doc- 
ument, which was issued by that independent little province 
in 1761, when Colonel Coultas was one of the commission- 
ers to survey the Schuylkill : 

" To all our loving subjects, in the Colony in Schuylkill 
to whom these presents may come, Greeting ; Whereas, the 
bearer hereof, James Coultas, has been a long time a mem- 
ber of our said Colony, and borne several commissions of 
honour and profit, and the said James Coultas has dis- 
charged the same to our satisfaction ; Now Know Ye, that 
the said James Coultas is by our permission appointed by 
our neighboring Government a Commissioner for viewing 
the river Schuylkill : We do hereby request that the said 
James Coultas and his associates may have all the assistance 
that may be necessary for such discoveries that he and they 
may want to make. Given under my hand and the great 
seal of the Colony, this third day of October 1761, and in 
the twenty-ninth year of my administration. 

"Thomas Stretch. 

" Joseph Stiles, Sec'y. 

(Schuylkill, 

< L. S. 

( 1732 

Besides the testimony which the newspapers of the day 
bear to the energy with which Colonel Coultas performed 
the duties of his official positions, we have the following 
curious item in an old account-book of the Overseers of the 
Poor for the year 1758 : 3 

" Nov. 9th. By cash of James Coultas late Sheriff, being 
a fine paid by Loughlane McClane for kissing of Osborne's 

1 " An Authentic Historical Memoir of the Schuylkill Fishing Com- 
pany of the State in Schuylkill, etc." By a Member. Philadelphia, 
1830, pp. 13 and 14. 

' Ibid., p. 18. 

3 Westcott's " History of Philadelphia" (Philadelphia Library edition), 
Vol. II. p. 313. 
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wife, after his commissions and writing bond were deducted, 
£24,5s." 

When an energetic man was sheriff, kissing must have 
been an expensive amusement in those days ; at least Mc- 
Clane found it so. 

In 1741, Colonel Coultas built a house for his own occu- 
pation upon a lane leading from the road to Darby to the 
road to West Chester, choosing a beautiful location upon 
the brow of a hill rising from the Ameasaka, — a small 
stream, — a tributary of the Kasakung, or Cobb's Creek. 
For many years the road was known as Coultas' Lane, but 
is now called Cray's Lane, after his successor and heir. To 
this house he added a wing in 1754, and made the whole a 
fine stone mansion, to which he gave the name of Whitby 
Hall. Here he lived until his death in 1768, when the 
property passed to his wife, and from her, in 1769, to her 
half-brother, George Cray, whose descendant still possesses 
it. In 1819 extensive additions were made, in which the 
architecture of the original building was so accurately fol- 
lowed that it is now difficult to distinguish between the old 
and the new ; and thanks, therefore, to the good taste which 
dictated the style of these additions, Whitby Hall is to-day 
as perfect a specimen of our Colonial architecture as exists 
anywhere in the neighborhood of Philadelphia. 

At a later period Coultas was largely instrumental in the 
erection of the Swedish Church of St. James at Kingsessing, 
which, like the house, is a fine specimen of English masonry, 
and is highly creditable to his taste. The corner-stone was 
laid in 1760, and the building itself was completed in 1762. 

Colonel Coultas married, March 13, 1735, at Christ 
Church, 1 Elizabeth, daughter of Joseph and Mary Ewen, 2 

1 " Pennsylvania Marriages," Vol. I. p. 57. 

2 Mary Ewen md., 2d, George Gray [d. 1748. He was son of George 
and Mary (Hill) Gray, of Philadelphia, and grandson of George Gray, 
of Barbadoes, by his w. Mary, dau. of Alexander Beardsley, of Philadel- 
phia], and d. in 1760, leaving issue : 

(1) Mary, b. Mch. 29, 1717; md., 1st, Aug. 10, 1733, to Daniel Syng, of 
Phila., son of Philip Syng, of Annapolis, Md., and had issue. He d. in 
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of Germantown, but died without issue in 1768. He was 
buried February 1, 1768, 1 and his will was proved and let- 
ters testamentary granted to George Gray, February 20, 
1768. 2 His widow did not long survive him; she was buried 
December 1, 1769. 

The services of James Coultas to the city in which he 
made his home cannot be too highly rated. He served her 
both as an official and as a private citizen with zeal, integ- 
rity, and intelligence. Many of the improvements in her 
condition had their inception with him ; and yet, strange to 
say, to-day he is entirely forgotten, and even the contempo- 
rary newspapers fail to record the date of his death. 

1745, and she was md., 2d, July 9, 1747, to Thomas James, of Philadel- 
phia. 

(2) George, of Gray's Ferry, b. in Philadelphia, Oct. 26, 1725. Member 
of the Penna. Assembly from 1772 to 1787 ; he was author of the cele- 
brated " Treason Eesolutions" in 1775, and Speaker of the Assembly. He 
was also a member of the Committee of Safety, 1776-77, member and 
chairman of the Board of War, and of the Constitutional Convention of 
1790. He md., Nov. 25, 1752, Martha, dau. of Eobert and Margaret 
(Coultas) Ibbetson ; he d. in 1800, leaving issue. 

1 Eecord of Burials, Christ Church, Philadelphia (MS. copy, Pennsyl- 
vania Historical Society). 

2 The following advertisement appeared in the Pennsylvania Gazette, 
April 7, 1768: 

" On Thursday, the 7th of April inst. at 9 o'clock in the Morning, at 
the plantation late James Coultas's, Esq ; in Blockley, will be sold by 
public vendue, all the stock, carriages and implements of husbandry, 
consisting of horses, mares and colts, milch cows, and store cattle, a very 
large bull, 20 fine sheep, some of the English breed, with lambs ; wag- 
gons, carts and geers, plows, harrows and slay ; carpenters' tools ; a 
quantity of wheelwright stuff, well seasoned ; and a variety of very good 
household and kitchen furniture, some plate, and many other things, 
not particularly mentioned. Three months' credit, giving security, is 
required and attendance given, by the executors, Elizabeth Coultas, 
and Geoegb Geay. 

" N.B. To be sold at private sale 6 Negroes, viz. a Negroe man, a 
cooper by trade, a very good workman; his wife, a very good house- 
wench, with one female child, two years old ; one other Negroe woman, 
a good house and dairy maid ; likewise two twins, a boy and Girl, ten 
years old, smart lively children." 



